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RISK FACTORS AND RELATIVE RISK 
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A fandaaiental o f defi n ing risk i* epidemiology, Epidemiology ia a, 

breach of medical icieaco that investigate! the presence or abienceof statistical 
awodation* between particular factors end disease. If a^i^tfesnU&ociation is 
observed, fo* factor nnder investigation is said to be a "rii5c factor* for a particular 
disease. 
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Specifically, sn epidemiologist may be interested in identifying risk factors for lung 
cancer, la one type of itudy, called a prospective study, he will identify in foe 
population a group of people for study - one welMcnown study that reported on foe 
association between smoking and lung cancer, for example, used British doctors as foe 


study group, The epidemiologist will then, at regular intervals over a period of 
anything^ **■96'years, administer a questionnaire which requests the group to report 
on their behaviour, occupation, lifestyle dietary habits, anoldng and alcohol intake etc, 
over the course of their livis. The epidemiologist will then wait to see which of foe 
member* of his study wgl look back over foe 

questionnaire* to see whs^erm^ cancer cases dtd fourniiifls tlirm different from 
those who did not develop lung cancer. The dm is to identify differences between foe 
two groups in the factors such as those listed above. -> 

If foe people in the itudy who develop lung cancer are more likely to be smokers fo*m 
nonsmoker^ then smoking oan be said to be statistically assocated’With lung cancer i.e, 
smokers are statistically more likely to develop lung cancer than nonsmokers, Smoking 
is therefor*-Hkeiy%4e identified in that study as a risk fooler for lung cancer. 
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The most important thing to understand about "risk" m this context is that it is not • 

TT "**■ ““ ken ” l fc$&32£8 ,,!iatol 

with an plterta p re batiifay ef d eveloping a disease rather than being causallywBited to 
it. The knowiedgs^of risk factors rarely provides any elucidation af&a mechanisms^cr 
disease; a/best, it can provide an indication of where to look for a possible 

cause. 
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Epidemiological studies do not only attempt to identify risk factors, but to indicate foe 

level of risk represented by exposure to those factors. They do this by calculating a 

ffguro called a "relative risk ratio" (sometimes called an "odds ratio"). For example; if, O 

in foe group of people w h o- h & d lung c an sett in a study of foe kind described above, **"“ 
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Source: https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/docs/qkwkOOOO 
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vA«a -iygre tm times more- ^mekarrTftSt^^ thro' cktuly, lA‘ , ’Qm“ttG&yr ■ " 
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figure of 10 is what is known as the relative A relative risk $&fct of 2J in 

another each study would mean that smokers in that study were 2*5 times more likely 
to develop tang cancer than nonsmokers, and so on. 
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Source: https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/docs/qkwkOOOO 
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